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Darwin’s acclaimed biographer has now written a book about the life 
of his most famous text, selected as one of the world’s most influential 
books. Nigel Williams reports.
How Darwin shook the worldAtlantic Books have begun to 
publish this year a series of texts 
titled ‘Books that shook the 
world’, which, rightly, includes 
a new biography of Charles 
Darwin’s Origin of Species by 
Janet Browne. And some new 
shaking definitely seems to be 
in order. Darwinism appears 
under increasing challenge as 
‘creationism’ and ‘intelligent 
design’ continue to creep into 
curricula, particularly in the US 
and the UK.
A survey of students in Britain 
this summer found that more than 
30 per cent reported a belief in 
creationism or intelligent design, 
rather than evolution by natural 
selection as the mechanism by 
which life-forms have come about. 
Carried out by Opinionpanel 
research amongst more than 1,000 
students, more than 12 per cent 
questioned preferred creationism 
to any other explanation of how 
we got here. Another 19 per cent 
favoured the theory of intelligent 
design — that some living things 
and biological processes are 
due to a supernatural being such 
as God. Evolution scored as an 
explanation for only 56 per cent.
The findings are shocking for 
biological scientists but came as 
little surprise to Roger Downie, 
professor of zoological education 
at Glasgow University. Two 
years ago he surveyed the views 
on evolution of biological and 
medical students there. “What was 
extremely worrying for students 
embarking on evidence- and 
science-based disciplines was 
that they were perfectly prepared 
to say they had rejected it not on 
the basis of evidence but on the 
basis of religious beliefs,” he says. 
“The impression people get is that 
science is about accumulating 
a lot of facts in your head rather 
than testing of evidence and 
fine-tuning what you find,” he 
said. The highlighting of just how much evidence Darwin garnered 
and how hard he worked to get it 
to illustrate his theory of natural 
selection is a sharp counter to 
some current thinking.
Janet Browne’s biography of 
Charles Darwin’s most important work, the Origin of Species, is 
therefore an extremely timely and 
welcome work. As Darwin’s most 
comprehensive biographer, with 
two substantial volumes published 
to great critical acclaim, she is 
in the ideal position to boil down 
the key significance of Darwin’s 
intellectual contribution.
As an argument, Origin of 
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half set out the apparent facts 
of nature and led up to Darwin’s 
presentation of the theory of 
natural selection in chapter 
four. The remainder of the book 
showed how the theory could 
explain or illuminate key biological 
areas such as embryology, 
classification, palaeontology 
and geographical distribution. 
An evocative conclusion invites 
readers to consider his point of 
view without prejudice. Unusually 
for a scientific book, Darwin also 
provided a frank discussion of 
the many stumbling blocks that 
would have occurred to readers, 
in a chapter called ‘Difficulties for 
the Theory’. He admitted, “Some 
of them are so grave that to this 
day I can never reflect on them 
without being staggered... I have 
felt the difficulty far too keenly 
to be surprised at any degree 
of hesitation in extending the 
principles of natural selection to 
such startling heights.”
But he did not shirk from his key 
point. Too many offspring were 
born. The living world teemed 
with deadly competition and 
slaughter, the same elemental 
energies, red in tooth and claw, 
that Tennyson had characterised 
in In Memoriam. “What war 
between insect and insect, 
between insects, snails and other 
animals with birds and beasts of 
prey — all striving to increase, and 
all feeding on each other or on the 
trees or their seeds and seedlings, 
or on the other plants which first 
clothed the ground and thus 
checked the growth of the trees,” 
wrote Darwin. God’s harmony was 
an illusion. Unsure whether he 
would be believed, he produced 
another flood of examples. 
Limited resources, limited places 
in nature, and continued natural 
fecundity gave rise to a battle for 
survival.
Harking back to the earliest 
and most powerful metaphor he 
had explored in his transmutation 
notebooks of the 1830s, Darwin 
declared that there was an 
important analogy between what 
happened in the farmyard and the 
garden and in the natural world. 
In the same way as mankind can 
mould and adjust domesticated 
species to suit passing needs or tastes, so nature can pick the best 
adapted. The ones ‘selected’ to 
survive would be the parents of 
the next generation.
Darwin’s startling message, 
however, was couched in the 
most friendly language. “His 
courteous and conciliatory tone 
towards his reader is remarkable, 
and it must be partly this quality 
which has revealed his personal 
sweetness of character to so 
many who had never seen him,” 
writes his son Francis, quoted by 
Browne.
“Although his theories might 
frighten, his style is thoroughly 
sympathetic and genial, creating a 
distinctive magic between author 
and reader. He appeared in his 
book just as he appeared in life; 
a reputable scientific gentleman, 
courteous, trustworthy and 
friendly, a man who did not 
speak lightly of the momentous 
questions coming under his gaze, 
a champion of common sense, 
honest to his data, and scornful 
of ‘mere conjecture’,” writes 
Browne.
“It was one of the first 
genuinely public debates about 
science to stretch across general 
society. These varied responses, 
evocative of the cultural diversity 
of the nineteenth century, remind 
us that the introduction of new 
ideas is rarely straightforward 
and that past histories of science 
have involved many different 
forms of publication, many 
different audiences and many 
different languages, as well as 
the ideas themselves,” writes 
Browne.
“Scholars agree that the 
course of the origin controversy 
was unique in several respects. 
The book’s wide and immediate 
impact in Britain was greatly 
enhanced by an expanding 
publishing industry and new 
review journals being produced 
for rapidly diversifying audiences. 
It was greatly enhanced too, by 
mid-century peace and prosperity, 
political stability and imperial 
expansion. The audience for 
science was the largest and 
most appreciative that it had ever 
been, its appetite whetted by the 
development of local scientific 
societies, lending libraries, public 
lectures and exciting practical demonstration of electricity, 
chemistry or magnetism, and 
reinforced by the broadening 
availability of manufactured goods 
and obvious improvements in 
roads, railways, bridges, ships and 
canals.”
Darwin’s literary technique 
has long been noted for 
its resemblance to Great 
Expectations or Middlemarch in 
the complexity of its interlacing 
themes and his ability to handle 
so many continuous threads at 
the same time. Hardly daring 
to hope that he might initiate 
a transformation in scientific 
thought, he nevertheless rose 
magnificently to the occasion, 
writes Browne. But how the 
message can get through once 
again to current students is of 
pressing importance.
The rise of creationist ideas 
today “can perhaps be explained 
by the securities it offers in an 
increasingly turbulent world, 
led by frustration at the growing 
divide between experts and 
populace, and a dislike of science 
performed behind closed doors”, 
Browne writes.
“History seldom tells of simple 
triumphant advances, but it can 
tell of the extraordinary impact of 
a single book. While many of the 
ideas and themes addressed by 
Darwin in 1859 were not new... 
the Origin of Species was clearly 
a major publishing event that 
spectacularly altered the nature 
of discussion on the question of 
origins,” writes, Browne.
“Old texts are frequently remade 
by new forms of attention, and it 
appears that Darwin’s Origin was 
both resilient in the survival of its 
main proposals and malleable 
in the hands of its devotees. His 
book can therefore be seen, not 
as a solitary voice deliberately 
defying the traditions of the 
Church or the moral values of 
society, but as one of the hubs 
of transformation in Western 
thought.”
And Browne hopes that with the 
current opinions divided as wide 
as ever over the natural origin of 
species, Darwin’s voice can be 
heard again in the wider world 
beyond the biological sciences 
where so much current debate is 
taking place.
